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Reflection on 1 Corinthians 13 for Annual Congregation Meeting 2022 
Love . . . it’s not just for weddings 

 
About three years ago now, our mid-week Lenten prayer services 
focused on the question: What’s love got to do with it? 
And we are again, today, hearing some of the most famous and oft-
quoted lines in scripture from Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians: 
If I speak in the tongues of mortals and angels, but do not have love, 
I am a noisy gong or a clanging symbol. 
Love is patient, love is kind. 
For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then we will see face to face. 
 
We usually hear these words of Paul’s “love chapter” read at weddings. 
“Love never ends” appears in calligraphy on creamy-white invitations. 
Couples meeting at the altar hold hands and promise each other the 
“greatest” of all gifts. 
Many pastors encourage the newlyweds to bear, believe, hope, and 
endure in a spirit of mutual, self-giving love. 
 
But, quite frankly, that’s definitely not what Paul had in mind when he 
wrote these much-loved lines. 
Paul wasn’t writing to people who cherish and desire each other; 
he’s writing to a group of people who, well,  
can’t stand the sight of each other. 
Paul is frustrated and bewildered about a self-destructive congregation. 
He’s trying to bring them back from the brink of their divisiveness 
before it destroys their community. 
Contrary to popular thinking and application, 1st Corinthians isn’t a 
wedding homily. 
It is, in the words of Lutheran pastor Nadia Bolz-Weber,  
“a smackdown.” 
 
Over the past few weeks we have been hearing Paul respond to the 
loveless piety and one-up-man-ship of the Corinthian church that 
has split into factions. 
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They are pitting their favorite religious teachers one against the other. 
Everyone is vying for power and prominence. 
Those who speak in tongues think they are superior to those who don’t. 
Frankly, the congregation is running amok—fighting over everything 
from food to celibacy to head coverings. 
Even the Eucharist, holy Communion, has devolved into drunkenness 
and gluttony while many of the poor in the church are going hungry. 
 
Far from honoring each other as fellow members of Christ’s body, 
this congregation is tearing each other apart. 
 
But we must not think that because such things aren’t happening at Holy 
Trinity that Paul’s concerns don’t apply to us. 
We need to look more closely at what Paul is trying to say. 
It’s not simply that love must outweigh the obvious “bad” things in our 
lives—things like greed, envy, lust, and hatred. 
Love must even outweigh the “good” things. 
Spiritual gifts, Paul writes—beautiful, life-giving, church-enhancing 
gifts given by God—are worthless in the absence of love. 
We can have deep spiritual understanding and wide knowledge,  
but it is all garbage when divorced from love. 
Faith itself—is “nothing” without love. 
 
But here’s the thing . . . do we actually believe this? 
Not in theory, but in practice? 
Do we really value love more than we value being right? 
Growing wise? Wielding power? Amassing wealth? 
Acquiring knowledge? Success, feeling seen? 
Doing “good”? 
Do we truly give love primacy over anything we do as “the church?” 
 
If we say yes, we need to notice that Paul’s love chapter has little to say 
about love as a feeling. 
The love he describes is robust and dynamic,  
think about verbs, not adjectives. 
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Love is not an emotion. 
It’s not something we wait around for or fall into. 
It is muscle, movement, sweat, action. 
I actually heard a neuroscientist who studies love and the brain describe 
it as a “drive”—it seeks to make us act, to respond. 
So Paul tells us love acts patiently and kindly. 
Love acts against the impulses of envy, irritation, and arrogance. 
Love yields, love rejoices, love refrains, love endures. 
In other words, love doesn’t stand around waiting for warm fuzzy 
feelings to form . . . love gets up and gets moving. 
What I notice about Paul’s thoughts is that love serves the other. 
 
It seems to me that the pandemic has challenged us  
to relearn that love is not an emotion. 
As we begin to figure out how best to worship in person, 
come together again to engage in hands-on ministry, 
we will need to be reminded over and over again by Paul that no matter 
how wonderful and well-meaning our mutual ministries are, 
if we don’t proceed from love . . .  
well, we might just be making a lot of noise and only building ourselves 
up and not one another or the church. 
 
When I think about Paul sitting down to write about love, 
I think about a man whose dep and earnest religiousness lead him to 
sanction intolerance, hatred, violence, and murder—until a shocking 
encounter with Love on the Damascus road changed everything. 
I think about a faithful and erudite believer in God who had to be struck 
blind by Love so he’d finally learn how to see. 
I think about a man whose zealous faith rendered him a terror before 
Love transformed him, and taught him how to love and be loved. 
When he looks at the train-wreck of the Corinthian church, he’s able to 
remain hopeful because he knows what God’s love did to his own stony, 
self-righteous heart. 
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Paul is able to write about love with such authority only because he 
knows firsthand what it can do. 
Because the “love” Paul describes is the love of Christ. 
It is the love of God in Christ who bears all things, believes all things, 
hopes all things, endures all things.  
It is Jesus who is patient and kind. 
Jesus who doesn’t envy, boast, or rejoice in wrongdoing. 
Jesus whose love will never end. 
 
If this were not true, there would have been no hope for the Corinthian 
church two thousand years ago, and there would be no hope for us now. 
Left to ourselves, we cannot love in the ways  
Paul describes so beautifully. 
We can’t stop trying to earn or buy love. 
We can’t figure out how to recover from cheapened, broken love. 
We can’t stop falling in love and out of love. 
 
The only hope we have is the hope Paul clung to;  
the hope that Jesus will love us into loving. 
That he will be love in us, around us, through us, and for us. 
That in his generous, self-giving cruciform love, 
we will find a source of life so lavish and plentiful, 
we’ll be able to give the love of God away, left and right. 
 
And so . . . as we continue to meet the challenges of being the church in 
new ways, we can trust that the love of God in Christ for us will remain. 
And nothing will ever be able to separate us from his love. 
 


